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The polls said this would be Australia's climate change election, when voters confronted harsh reality and elected 
leaders who would tackle the problem. 


And in some districts, it was true: Tony Abbott, the former prime minister who stymied climate policy for years, lost 
to an independent who campaigned on the issue. A few other new candidates prioritizing climate change also won. 


But overall, Australians shrugged off the warming seas killing the Great Barrier Reef and the extreme drought 
punishing farmers. On Saturday, in a result that stunned most analysts, they re-elected the conservative coalition 
that has long resisted plans to sharply cut down on carbon emissions and coal. 


What it could mean is that the world's climate wars - already raging for years - are likely to intensify. Left-leaning 
candidates elsewhere, like Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, may learn to avoid making climate a campaign issue 
while in Australia, conservatives face more enraged opponents and a more divided public. 


"There has to be a reckoning within the coalition about where they stand," said Amanda McKenzie, chief executive 
of the Climate Council, an Australian nonprofit. "I think it's increasingly difficult for them to maintain a position where 
they don't talk about climate change." 


Even for skeptics, the effects of climate change are becoming harder to deny. Australia just experienced its hottest 
summer on record. The country's tropics are spreading south, bringing storms and mosquito-borne illnesses like 
dengue fever to places unprepared for such problems while water shortages have led to major fish die-offs in drying 
rivers. 


"This is all playing out in real time, right now," said Joelle Gergis, an award-winning climate scientist and writer from 
the Australian National University. "We are one of the most vulnerable nations in the developed world when it 
comes to climate change." 


And yet the path to victory for Scott Morrison, the incumbent prime minister, will make agreeing on a response more 
difficult. He and his Liberal-National coalition won thanks not just to their base of older, suburban economic 
conservatives but also to a surge of support in Queensland, the rural, coal-producing, sparsely populated state 
sometimes compared to the American South. 


The coalition successfully made cost the dominant issue in the climate change debate. One economic model 
estimated that the 45 per cent reduction in carbon emissions proposed by the opposition Labor Party would cost the 
economy 167,000 jobs and $181 billion (U.S.). Though a Labor spokesperson called the model "dodgy," Morrison 
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and his allies used it to argue against extending Australia's existing efforts to reduce emissions and invest in clean 
energy. 


The message resonated strongly in Queensland, where the proposed Carmichael coal mine would be among the 
largest in the world if it is approved. 


The Adani Group, the Indian conglomerate behind the mine project, says it will provide thousands of jobs in nearby 
towns marked by empty houses and rife unemployment. But in other parts of Australia, particularly among the urban 
educated left, it faces fierce opposition. "Stop Adani" is a mantra for many, promoted by organizations like 
Greenpeace and shared with pride on social media, signs and T-shirts. 


Even Abbott, the former prime minister, seemed to grasp this growing political divide. "It's clear that in what might 
be described as ‘working seats,’ we are doing so much better," he said in his concession speech. "It's also clear that 
in at least some of what might be described as ‘wealthy seats,’ we are doing it tough, and the Green left is doing 
better." 


Neither side seems open to compromise. In some ways, the election was foreshadowed last month in the 
Queensland town of Clermont, where environmentalists protesting the Carmichael mine were met by pro-coal 
activists, including a man on a horse who rode into the crowd and knocked a woman unconscious. 


In some ways it was a clash of cultures as well as political views. 


"| feel like there's quite a lot of scorn about the way Queenslanders feel about environmental issues, and that 
doesn't help," said Susan Harris-Rimmer, a law professor at Griffith University in Queensland. "The predominant 
Queensland characteristic is pride, and you can't pour scorn on them." 


She said doing so was a strategic mistake for politicians comparable to Hillary Clinton's description of some Donald 
Trump supporters as "deplorables" during the 2016 U.S. presidential election. 


"You can't trigger the pride response," Harris-Rimmer said. 


Scholars of Australian populism agree, arguing that the weakening of the major parties and the country's tilt to the 
right have been driven mainly by class envy and alienation, including the belief that the elite do not understand the 
needs and values of the working class. 


Despite his Sydney upbringing and former career in advertising, Morrison, 51, won in part by presenting himself as 
an Australian everyman - a rugby-crazed beer drinker who was the first prime minister to campaign in a baseball 
hat. 

Morrison's coalition also benefited from deals with two right-wing groups: One Nation, the anti-immigration party led 


by the Queensland senator Pauline Hanson, and the United Australia Party led by mining billionaire Clive Palmer, 
who spent tens of millions of dollars on a populist campaign with the slogan "Make Australia Great." 
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